The Asia-Europe Institute, University of Malaya (AEI-UM)

and internationalization of higher education by Mat Akhir, Azmi
THE ASIA-EUROPE INSTITUTE, UNIVERSITY OF MALAYA (AEI-UM)
AND INTERNATIONALIZATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Prepared by:
Azmi Mat Akhir 1/


I.	AEI-UM and the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) Process
	
	The Asia-Europe Institute of the University of Malaya (AEI-UM) is the realization of Malaysia’s commitment to the Inaugural Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) Summit in Bangkok in March 1996 on promoting and enhancing linkages in higher education between Asia and Europe.  It has been designed to support the Socio-Cultural-Intellectual Pillar of the ASEM process. The AEI-UM was established in 1997 by the Government of Malaysia as the Asia-Europe Centre (AEC), and later, on 2 January 2000, was transformed into a full-pledged academic institution under the University of Malaya, and given its current name.  The AEI envisions itself “To be a centre of excellence in learning, research and international reference on Asia and Europe” through a mission “to spearhead quality academic and research work through smart partnerships between Asia and Europe”.

	ASEM is an informal, multidimensional dialogue process that emphasizes equal partnership and provides a platform for meetings at a high level, with an increasing focus on fostering people-to-people contacts in all sectors of society. The ASEM process aims to strengthen the relationship and increase mutual understanding between the two regions, in a spirit of mutual respect and equal partnership.  Led by the respective line ministries of its participating governments, ASEM interlinks Asia’s and Europe’s business communities, parliaments, NGOs and other representatives of the civil society.  It plays a significant role in promoting people-to-people contacts through networking as well as cultural and educational exchanges and also interfacing member governments and civil society in the two regions.

	ASEM established its Socio-Cultural-Intellectual Pillar in view of the fact that cultural dialogue and people-to-people contacts between Asia and Europe are indispensable to the promotion of mutual understanding and avoidance of conflicts.  In this field, ASEM focuses its activities on promoting dialogue on cultures and civilizations, promoting interfaith dialogue, developing Asia-Europe education cooperation, developing cooperation on science and technology, and reaching out to civil society and the wider public.
	
	In consonance with the aspiration of ASEM, the AEI-UM has successfully established itself as one of Southeast Asia’s leading institutions for social sciences postgraduate research and teaching.  It has managed to foster and sustain the exchange of 
students and scholars between Asia and Europe that has led to the development of a better understanding of cultures, histories, politics, institutions, economics, business, and legal practices of both regions.  Obligatorily, it has realized Malaysia’s commitment towards 
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internationalizing higher education and advancing the idea of it being an ‘educational infrastructure and knowledge network for the two regions for the twenty-first century’.

	The Institute is already bringing to reality its aim to be the avenue where intellectual discourse are held, where key issues on intensifying globalization and regionalization environment, international business, innovation and technologies and inter-regional relations between Asia and Europe are discussed.   Further, it promotes collaborative research with academic as well as government and private sector institutions.  The AEI-UM fosters creative thinking aimed at producing capable and confident leaders to meet the challenges of globalization and the rapidly changing world of information and communication technology.

	With its highly developed research culture, AEI-UM aims to advance inter-disciplinary research in the social sciences and humanities that has special significance globally and for intra- and inter-regional relations, specifically for Asia and Europe.  The researches undertaken, including those by its postgraduate students, has constantly invigorated and enhanced the Institute’s teaching capability.  

	The AEI-UM supports its staff’s and students’ research works through its four research pillars, viz:  (i) Globalization, Regional Integration and Development – promoting understanding of the significance and impact of the different facets of globalization and regionalism in order to create multi-disciplinary knowledge of the emerging world order, with special emphasis on developmental outcomes;  (ii) Interculturalism and Community Development - promoting understanding of, in the context of a globalized world, the imperatives of dealing with the popularities of cultural and religious identity, and the ensuing problems and possibilities that differences elicit,  as well as to enable policy, programmes and projects for training and the creation of a resource base; (iii) Sustainability, Governance and Social Change - promoting understanding of the complex interactions between the natural environment and the dynamics of economic development, in order to design social transformations and governance arrangements for managing sustainability; and (iv) Business Networks, Knowledge Management and Competitiveness - promoting understanding of the systemic and policy relevant dynamics of the forces that influence entrepreneurship, innovation and economic performance. These research pillars and the range of international postgraduate courses indicate the breadth and quality of expertise that AEI brings to bear.  As such, its postgraduate students are central to the realization of a collaborative and innovative education hub for the future.

	The AEI-UM’s long term vision is to be an institution of higher learning of world class stature. Currently, it is an institute that promotes world class academic programmes and research based on themes that include key issues on social change, globalization and regionalization, environment, international business, innovation and technologies, and inter-regional relations between Asia and Europe. Further, the Institute promotes collaborative research with academic as well as government and private sector institutions. Its research pillars and range of international postgraduate courses indicate the breadth and quality of expertise that the Institute promotes. Essentially, it’s postgraduate programmes reflect an international standing and create not only an international studentship, but also generate leaders for Asia and Europe for the future.  

	Currently, the AEI-UM is offering four one-year International Masters degree programmes, namely: International Masters in Regional Integration (IMRI); International Masters in Small-and Medium Enterprises (IMSMEs); International Masters in Information Management (IMIM); and International Masters in ASEAN Studies (IMAS).  The IMAS programme is, actually, an ASEAN regional cooperation in higher education under the ASEAN University Network (AUN) mechanism, which the AEI is hosting on behalf of the AUN. These programmes offer a number of unique characteristics that appeal to highly motivated students from Asia, Europe and the rest of the world, which include:

	Partnership: The programmes have been established in collaboration with leading institutions in Europe.

	International Professors: The programmes are taught jointly by AEI’s academic staff and Visiting Professors, all of whom have global reputations. This ensures outstanding pedagogical practice and research insights.

	International Students: The programmes reflect the truly international character of AEI’s postgraduate student community.

	Financial Support: As part of its commitment to developing a truly global learning experience, the AEI offers financial support to deserving applicants on the basis of both outstanding academic achievement and appropriate personal and leadership qualities.
	
	In addition to the Masters degree programmes, the Institute has also started its doctoral degree programme on social sciences and humanities, which can be taken either on a full-time or part-time basis.  Presently, there are already candidates pursuing their doctoral degree at the Institute, and an appreciable number of new applicants have been screened and accepted for the programme.


II.	AEI-UM in the ASEAN Process

ASEAN has committed itself to build an ASEAN Community by 2015 on three closely inter-related pillars, namely the ASEAN Security Community, the ASEAN Economic Community and the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community.  Basically, the first pillar is about Peace, the second is about Prosperity, while the third is about People; and, essentially, these three elements of Peace, Prosperity and People are at the core of a strong ASEAN Community. If the ASEAN Security Community and the ASEAN Economic Community are means through which ASEAN woudl secure a brighter future for its younger generation, the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community, with its focus on people, is about grooming them to inherit this future. 

The priorities of the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community address a range of issues, including health, labour, the environment, social welfare, gender, culture and, of course, education. The overarching aim is to improve the lives of all ASEAN citizens. The principle is social inclusion. As such, the work of the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community would also help ASEAN citizens understand the benefits of being in the ASEAN Community, fostering a sense of belonging, identification and commitment to the region’s shared goals. Only when the citizens of ASEAN are committed to the ideals of shared identity, shared responsibility and shared prosperity, can the region continue to flourish.

The schools and their teachers and the universities and their faculties, including the AEI-UM, all have a key role in building a successful and resilient ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community. As the institutions that nurture the intellectual society, the schools and universities ensure that the students have the knowledge and skills to be productive members of society. These institutions also instill the shared values of the community in the students, fostering a bond to the community, so that they grow up and come out to become responsible and caring members of society.  
	
ASEAN education policy is guided by the declarations of two ASEAN Summits, namely the 4th ASEAN Summit, held on 27-28 January 1992 in Singapore, and the 9th ASEAN Summit, held on 6-7 October 2003 in Bali, Indonesia. The 4th ASEAN Summit emphasized the need to hasten the development of a regional identity and solidarity, and promote human resource development by considering ways to further strengthen the existing network of the leading universities and institutions of higher learning in the ASEAN region.  It also declared that ASEAN Member Countries shall continue to enhance awareness of ASEAN among the people in the region through expansion of ASEAN studies as part of Southeast Asian Studies in the school and university curricula and the introduction of ASEAN student exchange programmes at the secondary and tertiary levels of education.

These have been further reinforced by the Declaration of ASEAN Concord II, or the Bali Concord II, for the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community by the 9th ASEAN Summit.  The part of the Declaration on this, among others, states that: “ASEAN shall ensure that its work force shall be prepared for, and benefit from, economic integration by investing more resources for basic and higher education, training, science and technology development, job creation, and social protection.   The development and enhancement of human resources is a key strategy for employment generation, alleviating poverty and socio-economic disparities, and ensuring economic growth with equity.  ASEAN shall continue existing efforts to promote regional mobility and mutual recognition of professional credentials, talents, and skills development.”  and  “The (ASEAN Socio-Cultural) Community shall nurture talent and promote interaction among ASEAN scholars, writers, artist and media practitioners to help preserve and promote ASEAN’s diverse cultural heritage while fostering regional identity as well as cultivating people’s awareness of ASEAN.”

A concrete human development strategy is essential in order to build a strong socio-cultural community, and a concerted cooperation in education among ASEAN Member Countries, particularly in higher education, is indispensable. In other words, human development through education lies at the very core of a strong and resilient ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC).  Promoting improved standards and access to education through networking and institutional collaboration in the region, as well as between this region and the outside world, is one of the concerns to be addressed under the ASCC Plan of Action. 

Although, on the regional level, ASEAN can help facilitate the exchange of best practices and acquisition of new knowledge and techniques, through its cooperation in education, but, policy-wise, education is ultimately a national responsibility and the bulk of policy planning and implementation will be done at the ASEAN Member Countries’ respective ministries of education and related academic institutions and universities. The senior officials and bureaucrats in ASEAN like to emphasize the importance of human resource development in the region.  Consequently, ASEAN has embarked, and is embarking on a lot of “capacity-building” activities. These include training workshops, knowledge-sharing and the promotion of life-long learning. Capacity-building is about helping the people gain the different types and levels of expertise needed to contribute to the region’s economy and society. The critical groundwork in human resource development and, thus, capacity-building, begins in the classrooms and lecture theaters. The leaders of ASEAN recognize that. They have put the facilitation of universal access to education and the promotion of high standards in education as an area to focus on in the ASEAN Vientiane Action Programme (VAP), which was endorsed by the 11th ASEAN Summit in 2004 in Vientiane, Lao PDR. 

The VAP is ASEAN’s work programme towards achieving the ASEAN Community. Specifically on education policy, ASEAN senior officials in education have been tasked to:  (i) develop collaboration on educational systems in the region through comparative studies with a view to ensure quality education in the region; (ii) promote education information networking in various levels of institutions in the region; and (iii) initiate collaboration with other regional and international educational organizations to develop a concerted effort in the provision of education in the region.  For the AEI-UM, this provides the platform or the stage on which it can play its role, at least, within the ASEAN University Network (AUN) collaborative sphere under the policy guidance of the University of Malaya. 


III.	Internationalization of Higher Education within ASEAN – AEI-UM in the 	ASEAN University Network (AUN) Process

The above ASEAN Summits’ declarations charted the policy direction for regional cooperation in education.  For higher education, ASEAN established the ASEAN University Network (AUN) Programme in November 1995, through a Charter signed by the ASEAN Ministers responsible for higher education and Agreement signed by the Presidents/Rectors/Vice-Chancellors of the eleven original participating universities to spearhead regional cooperation activities in higher education among ASEAN Member Countries.  Now, the AUN has 21 participating or member universities which are respective prime institutions of higher learning of ASEAN Member Countries.  The University of Malaya is a member of the AUN and its Vice-Chancellor represents Malaysia in its Board of Trustees which meets twice a year. 

The general objective of the AUN is to strengthen the existing network of cooperation among  universities in ASEAN by promoting collaborative study and research programmes on the priority areas identified by ASEAN, while the specific objectives are to promote cooperation and solidarity among professionals, academicians, scientists and scholars in the region; to develop academic and professional human resources in the region;  and to promote information dissemination through an electronic network of libraries and information exchange among members of the academic community, policy makers, students, and other relevant users.

The establishment of the AUN Programme has contributed greatly towards promoting a regional identity through the development of human resources in the region as envisaged in the Declaration of the 4th and 9th ASEAN Summits.  Since its establishment, the AUN has successfully undertaken several cooperation programmes which were and are in coherent with the aspiration of the ASEAN Leaders, both among ASEAN Member Countries and between ASEAN Member Countries and a number of ASEAN Dialogue Partner countries.    The various collaborative projects that are ongoing among AUN participating or member universities, as well as those between these ASEAN universities and institutions of higher education from ASEAN Dialogue Partner countries such as China, the European Union (EU), India, Japan, and the Republic of Korea (RoK), are reflections of ASEAN’s policy of internationalizing its higher education.  In this regard, the AUN has been assigned as both the lead body and supporting body to the VAP – ASCC programme areas and measures in three main areas, namely: (i) facilitating universal access to education and promoting high standard, (ii) developing and enhancing human resources in the workforce through the development of joint certificate and accreditation of science and technology in the region, and (iii) fostering dialogue for a deeper understanding of ASEAN civilization, cultures and religions. 

Within ASEAN, the AUN is currently implementing the ASEAN Studies Programme, Student and Faculty Exchange Programme, the Collaborative Research Programme; the Quality Assurance (AUN-QA); Information Networking; and the Sub-Networks on ASEAN Graduate Business/Economics Programme (AGBEP) Network and on Southeast Asia Engineering Education Development Network (AUN/SEED-Net), all of which are to enhance policy of internationalization of higher education in the region.  Undoubtedly, all these efforts will converge on promoting cooperation and solidarity among scientists, scholars, academicians, and students in ASEAN Member Countries; fostering a sense of ASEANess, mutual understanding and harmony within the ASEAN communities; deepening ASEAN awareness and understanding of the educational, social, cultural and geo-political environment of the ASEAN people; as well as exchanging knowledge, experience and expertise and enhancing cooperation between universities.   The AUN Quality Assurance Guidelines that has been published for use, as well as the information networking, through the establishment of the AUN Library Online, will help facilitate and strengthen all the above-mentioned efforts.

The ASEAN Studies Programme, which is being formally hosted as a postgraduate programme by the AEI-UM was the first prioritized activity of the AUN. The Programme was eventually commenced on 9 October 2006 at the AEI-UM after a series of ground-work and preparatory activities. It is the fulfillment of the AUN’s obligation to the core aspiration of the 4th ASEAN Summit’s declaration on education, specifically on enhancing awareness of ASEAN among the people of this region. The Programme offers International Masters degree in ASEAN Studies (IMAS).  The IMAS provides an advanced level of understanding of the political, economic, social and cultural forces which shape ASEAN as well as the attendant policy process in a range of issue areas.  Beside students from ASEAN Member Countries, there are also now students from Japan and the Republic of Korea, as well as from Europe and the US taking the IMAS programme and other International Masters degree programmes offered by the AEI-UM.  Also, true to its international concept, the IMAS Programme, as the case with the other three Programme, receives teaching support of academicians from within the University of Malaya and other local universities in Malaysia, as well as from universities in ASEAN and the European countries.   

Being an important programme, the Board of Trustees (BOT) of the AUN has regarded the ASEAN Studies programme, by way of the IMAS Programme, as one of its Sub-Network being led by the AEI-UM.  As such, the AUN-BOT would review the ASEAN Studies Programme regularly through evaluating the progress report that will be presented by the AEI-UM at every future meeting of the AUN-BOT.  This will allow the AUN-BOT to monitor and evaluate, as well as ensure that the contents of the courses offered to the students under the Programme are truly in-keeping with the developments in ASEAN, beneficial and attractive and, most importantly, serve the objective of the 4th ASEAN Summit’s declaration to promote awareness of ASEAN.   In this regard, the AEI-UM, in consultation with the other member universities of the AUN, either through the AUN process or bilaterally, will undertake efforts to update the syllabus and the course contents as and when necessary. 

	The next step by the AEI-UM is to further the ongoing IMAS programme into the doctoral level. The AEI-UM will be conducting an International Ph.D in ASEAN Studies under the AUN mechanism, tentatively, by September 2009.  The 22nd Meeting of the AUN-BOT held in Pattaya, Thailand on 1-2 November 2007 has endorsed in principle the proposal towards this end by the AEI-UM.  Pursuant to this, the proposal has been further detailed out, in terms of its rationale, aims, research areas, programme of and duration of study, supervision, financing, and admission requirements of the programme, by a meeting hosted by the AEI-UM among experts from some of the AUN member universities on 10-11 April 2008 in Kuala Lumpur.  The detailed proposal will be submitted to the 23rd Meeting of AUN-BOT for final approval.

	The aims of the International Ph.D Programme in ASEAN Studies are: (i)	to strengthen the students’ research abilities within the areas of ASEAN studies and ultimately provide them with skills and ideas towards a better understanding of the region; (ii) to assist and enable students to achieve excellence in multidisciplinary research, postgraduate education and training to meet the growing demands of the worlds of academia, economics, politics, science and technology and the arts; (iii)	to provide students with theories, methodologies, practice and applications in order to keep pace with current developments in research and have the opportunities to work in different ASEAN settings; and (iv) to foster a stronger cooperation among universities in the region 	through networking, exchanges of expertise, joint researches, joint 	supervision, and the sharing of experiences and curricula.
	
In terms of rationale, it cannot be denied that this International Ph.D in ASEAN Studies programme, when implemented, will contribute a great deal to ASEAN regional cooperation in higher education, in particular, and to ASEAN cooperation, in general.  Implementing the programme under the AUN mechanism will certainly further enhance the existing collaboration among the AUN Member Universities.  The AUN is promoting collaborative research among its Member Universities.  The Ph.D researches and studies that will be implemented can help beef up the activities under this collaborative effort.   

While the AEI-UM will be the implementer of this proposed International Ph.D in ASEAN Studies, this programme envisages a joint effort and close collaboration between the Institute and other relevant faculties within the University of Malaya and, most importantly, with other AUN Member Universities as well as universities and institutions of higher learning in other countries and regions outside ASEAN which have expert resources in ASEAN or Southeast Asian studies. In a way, either directly or indirectly, this will also enhance internationalization of higher education.  

On the more general level, undoubtedly, this doctoral programme will contribute towards increasing the available pool of human resource in the area of social sciences and humanities, particularly in relation to the ASEAN region. While ASEAN, at this moment, may not be short of experts or qualified people in the field of ASEAN studies, it certainly needs more researches and studies to be done in the various socio-cultural sectors in order to provide sufficient and concrete basis to formulate strategies and directions for regional cooperation in these sectors in the future.  For instance, in the education sector itself ASEAN still needs much contribution from the region’s educational institutions to chart a concrete strategy and direction for future for regional cooperation.  Also, in the effort to achieve an ASEAN Community by 2015, the region could expect to see greater and freer movement of its people across borders of its Member Countries, both among the professionals, experts and skilled labour in line with ASEAN’s liberalization of the services sector.   Essentially, research and studies at doctoral or Ph.D level on the prospect of migration and its socio-economic and socio-cultural implications, for example, would have much to contribute to ASEAN cooperation on labour matters. 
In this era of globalization, the universities are facing ever greater challenges in trying to keep the standard and quality of higher education in abreast with the increasing demands for qualified human resources.  Therefore, universities and institutions of higher learning in the ASEAN region cannot afford to move ahead individually on their own.  They need to share expertise and experiences, as well as merge their strengths and resources to face these ever-growing challenges and demands.   This is exactly what the AEI-UM is attempting to promote through this International Ph.D in ASEAN Studies.  It needs no mentioning that all prime universities in ASEAN Member Countries, including the AUN member universities, are already conducting doctoral programmes in various fields of social sciences and humanities.  While they are progressing well individually in their respective areas of excellence, the universities should, at the same time, undertake joint approaches in order to grow and excel together. As with the case of the IMAS Programme, it is envisaged that the International Ph.D in ASEAN Studies will receive similar teaching support and cooperation of academicians from within the University of Malaya and other local universities in Malaysia, as well as from universities in ASEAN and the European countries.

In many sectors of cooperation, including in higher education, ASEAN encourages any one of its Member Countries, through its respective line national agencies and institutions, which has the necessary capabilities in terms of resources, to undertake “country initiatives” to lead or spearhead cooperation in a particular sector.  In this regard, the AEI-UM, in particular, and the University of Malaya, in general, is fortunate to have a vast pool of experts, financial and other related resources available to undertake this particular initiative to help promote regional cooperation in higher education in ASEAN, especially in postgraduate studies and researches.  


IV.	Internationalization of Higher Education beyond ASEAN

The internationalization of ASEAN higher education has also gone beyond cooperation among ASEAN Member Countries.  Cooperation programmes with some of ASEAN Dialogue Partners have been established.  Through the AUN, ASEAN is implementing cooperation programmes in higher education with China, the European Union (EU), Japan and the Republic of Korea (RoK); while initiating a similar programme with India.

With China, ASEAN is implementing the ASEAN-China Academic Co-operation and Exchange Programme which aims to promote higher education collaboration between ASEAN and China through 4 major activities, namely:  ASEAN-China Rectors’ Conference; Round-table Meeting; Joint Research and Training Grants; and the ASEAN-China Distinguished Professors and Lecturers Exchange Programme.  

With the EU, the ASEAN-EU University Network Programme (AUNP) was implemented aimed at creating mutual understanding and to promote human resource development in higher education between ASEAN and the EU.  Major activities included Partnership Projects, Round-table Meetings, Rectors’ Conferences, and Technical Assistances from EU universities to the AUN.  The ASEAN European Engineering Exchange (ASE3) Programme was an exchange programme among AUN member universities, European educational institutions in engineering and a few European industry partners. Unfortunately, the AUNP itself had ended in April 2006. Hopefully, some other forms of academic cooperation could be initiated to further cooperation in higher education with the EU in the future.  As an institution established as Malaysia’s commitment towards the ASEM process, the AEI-UM will be instrumental in furthering this cooperation in the area of education between Asia and Europe, in general, and ASEAN and the other ASEAM participating countries, in particular.

With Japan, the cooperation is being indirectly implemented through cooperation with the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), which finances and provides technical and expert supports to the AUN Sub-Network on Southeast Asian Engineering Education Development (AUN/SEED-Net) that has been going on for more than five years, and is currently in its second phase. 

A comprehensive cooperation in higher education is being pursued with the RoK.  This includes the ASEAN-ROK Academic Exchange Programme, the International College Student Exchange Programme between Korea and ASEAN Nations, the Promotion of ASEAN and Korean Studies, and the AUN-Gwangju Institute of Science and Technology (GIST) Cooperation.

Under the ASEAN Plus-Three cooperation framework collectively with China, Japan and RoK, ASEAN is initiating the Promotion of East Asian Studies in the East Asia Region and the formation of a Network of East Asian Studies (NEAS). The preliminary activities proposed for the Programme include a workshop on teaching East Asian studies in East Asia focusing on curriculum development, resource sharing and development, student exchange and other training issues; research workshops dealing with the movements of people and ideas in East Asia, and with the critical issues facing East Asia in the 21st century; and creation of an on-line directory of East Asia research, starting with a database of researchers in the humanities and social sciences on East Asia in the ASEAN plus-3 countries.

In conclusion, indeed, ASEAN should continue to pursue its earnest effort to sustain the noble venture in academic relations between its various institutions of higher learning, especially the AUN member universities, and those in other regions of the world. The momentum of collaboration in topics of mutual interest, and the awareness students in ASEAN countries have regarding ASEAN cooperation in higher education among them and between them and other countries in other regions of the world, should be kept on the increase in the course of time.  Needless to say, the AEI-UM has a role to play in all these endeavours to enhance internationalization of education, regionally and globally.
___________________
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